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I. BACKGROUND  

 

The 2014 Ipswich Special Town Meeting passed an Architectural Preservation District (APD) 

Bylaw and the 2015 Annual Town Meeting amended the Bylaw, to establish a commission to 

regulate construction of new buildings, renovations to existing buildings, or the demolition of 

whole or parts of certain buildings within a bounded district in one of the oldest parts of Ipswich, 

referred to as the ñArchitectural Preservation District.ò The Bylaw also mandated the creation of 

Design Guidelines to assist the Architectural Preservation District Commission (APDC) in 

evaluating requests for new construction and renovation work and demolition of structures built 

before 1900 in the district.  The guidelines are also helpful in educating the commission and the 

public in guiding preservation, repair, replacement, reconstruction or creation of structures in the 

APD and throughout the whole town. The APDC is made up of citizens appointed by the Board 

of Selectmen. 

 

The 1975 Ipswich Historic Commission report, Something to Preserve, details the acquisition of 

Protective Agreements on buildings in Ipswich. The Preface beautifully expresses the purpose 

and need for the preservation of our landmark structures. 

 

ñNo man can know where he is likely to be tomorrow unless he knows 

where he was yesterday and the day before.  Preserving some evidence of where 

we have been so that each new generation may re-examine the interpretations of 

the lasté 

A condition of American history almost since its beginning has been the 

wasteful process of rapid building and rebuilding.  The loss has been not only a 

material one.  In the grand rush down the main road we have lost sight of 

alternatives ï pastoral detours, pleasant rest areas and country towns.  The 

economics of mass production have overwhelmed the variety and frugality that 

arise from individual local solutions.  It is important, then, to preserve the best 

models from the past.  We may need them again.  The disappearance of such 

models is perhaps most to be regretted in the field of architectureéò i 

 

Within the boundaries of the APD are many of Ipswichôs colonial houses that exist in Ipswich 

today.  The newer houses surrounding these early homes form a streetscape which highlights the 

importance of our town and the importance of preservation.  Structures within the APD are 

protected.  They cannot be demolished or changed in major ways, nor can new buildings be 

erected without review and approval from the APDC. 
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II.  HOW TO USE THESE GUIDELINES  

 

A. General 

 

These Design Guidelines have been created in response to the mandate of the APD Bylaw.  They 

also can inform citizens of the architectural styles in the town of Ipswich, whether encountered 

inside or outside the APD. 

 

In general, when property owners restore their historic buildings, the more of the original 

structure they can retain, the more valuable the building and its neighborhood will remain.  

Additions to existing buildings generally are more in keeping with the structure if they respect 

the proportions, materials and detailing of the original.  However, nothing in these Design 

Guidelines prevents the applicant from proposing renovations that are in contrast to the original 

or succeeding styles of an original structure, or from constructing a new structure within the 

district that is of a different style than the surrounding structures and character of its 

neighborhood, so long as the design standards set forth in Article 9 of the APD Bylaw are met.   

 

Good design, regardless of style and detailing, and the successful integration of height and 

proportion, relationship of structures and spaces, shape, scale, directional expression, and the 

integration of accessory structures, are the overriding goals of the promulgation of these Design 

Guidelines.  However, whether the proposed design exactly matches the styles of the original 

building, or is in contrast to the original style, the APDC will base its decisions on the projectôs 

overall aesthetic value, the creation of a harmonious, pleasing, well-integrated design, the 

preservation or renovation of key architectural features of any existing construction, the 

relationship to adjacent structures, and the integration into and enhancement of the overall 

neighborhood and streetscape. 

 

B. Resources and Application Process 

 

The APDC can act as a resource and an advisory board on Ipswich architecture for owners 

planning changes to buildings.  This service is voluntary and provided free of charge to owners 

concerned with protecting their buildings and maintaining streetscapes and the character of their 

neighborhoods. 

 

These guidelines will be useful to you if: 

 

¶ You own property in Ipswichôs APD and are contemplating making changes to your 

home, or other historic property on your property; or 
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¶ You need information about a decision to demolish a house or part of a house that is 

outside the district but within the town of Ipswich that is more than 75 years old; or 

 

¶ You are interested in Ipswichôs historic architecture and would like to learn more. 

 

The APDC recommends some or all of the following steps be taken to facilitate the APDCôs 

review of the proposed work: 

 

1. In addition to the use of these Design Guidelines, obtain a copy of the following 

documents, all of which are available on the Townôs website (www.ipswichma.gov). 

 

a. APD Bylaw 

b. APDC Rules and Regulations 

c. APDC Flow Chart 

d. Certificate To Alter application form (when b. and c. below apply) 

 

2. Determine if the property is considered a CONTRIBUTING PROPERTY as defined in 

Section 2 of the APD Bylaw. 

 

3. Determine if there are any deeded covenants or historical easements on the property or 

building. 

 

4. Using land use records and court filings, determine the dates of the buildings, 

renovations, and additions to the property. 

 

5. Classify the type of work that is to be performed on the property.  Work generally falls 

into one of these categories. 

 

a. Construction of a new main building. 

b. Construction of a new accessory structure. 

c. Addition to an existing structure. 

i. Determine if it is a SUBSTANTIAL ADDITION as defined in Section 2 

of the Bylaw. 

d. ALTERATION to an existing structure as defined in Section 2 of the Bylaw. 

i. Determine if it is a SUBSTANTIAL EXTERIOR ALTERATION as 

defined by Section 2 of the Bylaw. 

e. DEMOLITION of an existing structure as defined in Section 2 of the Bylaw. 

i. Was the structure built prior to 1900? 
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6. Identify which of the following three categories of review seem to relate to the work you 

are proposing: 

 

a. Exempt work as defined in Section 6 of the Bylaw. 

b. Alteration work for which Advisory Review is recommended as defined in 

Section 7 of the Bylaw. 

c. Alteration work which requires APDC review as defined in Section 8 of the 

Bylaw. 

 

7. Review and confirm your findings with the Planning Department staff to ensure accuracy 

of your interpretations. 

 

8. If there is any question regarding which category of review is appropriate for the 

proposed work, planning staff will consult with the APDC chair. The ultimate authority 

as to which category applies is the APDC. 

 

9. Identify styles. 

 

a. For performing any working on existing structures, review sources on historic 

architecture and construction, including the following ñIDENTIFYING 

HISTORIC IPSWICH ARCHITECTUREò in order to best determine the style(s) 

of the existing building, as well as the major design features that are contained in 

that building. 

b. For performing construction of a new structure(s), review sources on historic 

architecture and construction, including the following ñIDENTIFYING 

HISTORIC IPSWICH ARCHITECTUREò in order to best determine the style(s) 

of the existing buildings on the adjoining properties and in the neighborhood. 

 

10. Identify and understand these key features of the design standards set forth in Section 9 

of the APD Bylaw and listed below: 

 

a. Height and Proportions 

b. Relation of Structures and Spaces 

c. Shape 

d. Scale 

e. Directional Expression 

f. Integration of Garages and Accessory Buildings 

 

11. If you have questions or require assistance in identifying the style(s) or key features of 

your structure, please contact the APDC chair to request an informal review. 
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12. Prepare the design of the building with the knowledge gained from the above process. 

 

a. If work involves restoration of an existing building, determine what style and 

period the work should be restored to. 

b. If work involves renovations or addition of an existing building, determine if any 

of the existing styles will be followed and reused, or determine if a new style will 

be followed. 

c. If the work involves demolition of any existing structures built prior to 1900 

i. Indicate the dates of the building(s) 

ii. Document the style(s) of the building(s) 

iii.  Document any significant architectural features of the building(s) 

iv. Provide an assessment of the condition of all components of the 

building(s) 

v. Provide a determination if any items in the structure(s) are reusable in any 

new construction on this property or any other properties. 

vi. Provide justification of the need for demolition of the structure(s). 

 

13. Request a preliminary review of the design with the APDC, and follow the steps outlined 

in the Rules and Regulations and the Flow Chart for obtaining approval of the design. 
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III.  DEFINITIONS  

 

For the purpose of these Guidelines, certain terms and words are herein defined as follows: 

 

Archit rave: The bottom portion of an entablature sitting on top of a column or pilaster. Its form 

is square and linear. 

 

Balloon Framing: A method of timber frame construction evolved about 1830 using 

standardized studs running from foundation to roof with horizontal members nailed to them. It 

replaced post and beam construction. 

 

Baluster: A short post or pillar in a series supporting a top and bottom rail. Posts can be square 

of curved. The series of posts with rails is commonly referred to as a balustrade. 

 

Bargeboard: A board, often elaborately carved, and attached to the projecting gable of a roof. 

These are found on Gothic Revival and Stick Style buildings. 

 

Bay: A regularly repeated unit on a building elevation defined by pilasters or other vertical 

elements, or a given number of windows or openings. 

 

Beverly Jog or Beverly Ell: An architectural feature found almost exclusively in Essex County. 

The Beverly Jog is typically a partial addition at one side and towards the rear of the main 

portion of a house and used as a service entrance, stairway or added room. Its origins date to the 

Georgian era. The roof line of a Beverly jog most often follows the roof line of the rear portion 

of the main house, with the front portion often being two stories. 

 

Bracket: A wood, stone or other ornamental material angled to support of a shelf, beam, 

overhang or projecting roof. 

 

Brick Mold: Wooden molding used to cover the gap between masonry and the framing of a 

window or door at head and jambs. 

 

Broken Pediment: A classical pediment which does not close at the top. Often a feature in later 

high- style Georgian buildings. 

 

Capital: The top portion of a classical column or pilaster. Capitals are usually a version of the 

classical Doric, Ionic or Corinthian orders. 

 

Casement Window: An operating window hinged on one side which swings either in or out. 

 

Clapboards: Overlapping horizontal wooden boards used as siding material. Typically wedged 

shaped, the narrower edge applied at the top which is covered by the course installed above. 

 

Clerestory: A series of windows placed high in a wall.  
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Corbel: A projecting stone or brick projecting from a masonry wall supporting a shelf, beam or 

balcony. 

 

Cornice: The projecting uppermost portion of a wall, eave line of a roof or pillar often treated in 

a decorative manner. 

 

Corinthian Order: The most elaborate of the classical orders using carved curving leaves as its 

essential form. (Photo/drawing) 

 

Course: A continuous horizontal band of brick or masonry on the face of a building. 

 

Crown Mold ing: A cap of wood, plaster or stone at the top of a cornice. 

 

Cross-Gable: The front and rear facing gables at right angles to the main axis of an end-gabled 

structure. 

 

Dentils: Small rectangular blocks placed in a row as part of a classical cornice giving the 

appearance of teeth. 

 

Doric Order:  The earliest and simplest of the of the classical orders. 

 

Dormer: A structure with its own roof on top of a main roof containing a window or windows. It 

usually forms the continuation of an interior upper portion wall. 

 

Double-hung Window: A pair of sashes that are offset so as to slide up and down within the 

same window frame. 

 

Eave: The lower edge of a roof that extends beyond the side wall. 

 

Ell: Alternative name for a ñlean-to.ò An ell (usually single-story) was built along the back wall 

of many Ipswich First and Second Period houses. The ell provided work and storage rooms, 

especially for dairy, because it was unheated. 

 

Entablature: The top portion of a classical order supported by columns forming the base for a 

pediment. It consists of an architrave, frieze and cornice. 

 

Eyebrow Dormer: A small arched dormer having no side walls and its roof curves to follow the 

arch of the window. 

 

Façade: The face of a building usually referred the front or principal elevation of a building. 

 

Fanlight: A semicircular or elliptical transom window above a doorway. It is a typical feature in 

Federal era buildings. 

 

Fenestration: The window openings of a building. 
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Fluting: Vertical concave grooves incised along the length of a column. 

Four-Square: A simple, square-shaped house commonly built between 1900 and 1930. 

 

Frieze: Any long, horizontal section at the top of a wall below the ceiling, eave line or roof 

overhang. It is also the middle section of a classical entablature between the architrave and the 

cornice. 

 

Gable: A vertical wall with a triangular top that forms the end of a pitched roof 

 

Gambrel Roof: A ridged roof having two slopes on each side where the lower slope is steeper 

than the upper. 

 

Gunstock Post: A post in the corner of a timber framed house whose top flares out in one 

direction so that each beam entering the corner can rest on the top of the post. 

 

Half -House: A linear house with two rooms, one on the first floor and the other above it. Each 

room has two windows in the façade. At one end of the façade is the door with a window above 

it and the chimney. A half-house was designed to have two rooms matching the first added on 

the other side of the door. 

 

Hipped Roof: A roof with four sloped sides startling at the same level. 

 

Head: Top section of a window, door or other opening. 

 

Ionic order: The second of the classical orders. 

 

Jamb: The sides of a window, door or arch. 

 

Lancet Arch: A pointed arch featured in Gothic and Gothic Revival architecture. 

 

Lath and Plaster:  A smooth interior finish for walls. Thin strips of wood (laths) were nailed 

horizontally over the studs and were then plastered over. 

 

Lean-To: A shed like structure with a single sloping roof built against a house or barn. 

 

Light:  A pane of glass. 

 

L inear (when describing First and Second Period houses): One room deep 

 

Lintel: A load-bearing beam of wood or stone spanning a window or door. 

 

Mansard Roof: A roof that has two slopes on all four sides. The lower sloped can be curved but 

the upper portion is almost always has a much shallower pitch close to horizontal. 

 

Masonry: Stone, brick or concrete block construction. 
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Massed (when describing First and Second Period houses): two rooms deep 

 

Massing: Refers to the size and arrangement of building components as it refers to volume and 

shape of a building. 

 

Medallion:  A round or oval-shaped decorative element used in plastered ceilings. 

 

Mortise and Tenon: A joint or connection in wood construction consisting of a squared-off 

cavity (mortise) made to receive a projection on the end of a piece of timber (tenon). 

 

Mullion:  A vertical post, frame or double jamb dividing two window sashes. 

 

Muntin:  Cross pieces dividing panes of glass within a window sash. 

 

Nogging: The brick infilling between the timbers of a timber framed house. 

 

Palladian: A style with antecedents in classical architecture as interpreted by Italian Renaissance 

architect Andrea Palladio (1518-1580). The style is used primarily in Federal era architecture. 

 

Parapet: The extension of a wood or masonry wall above a roof line. 

 

Pediment: The triangular gable above a cornice, topped by raking cornices with varying degrees 

of ornamentation. 

 

Pilaster: A flat column partially embedded in a wall, most often non-structural and most often 

used to flank doorways or openings. 

 

Plate: The horizontal framing member at the top of a wall. 

 

Plinth:  The projecting base or block of a wall or column. 

 

Portico: A roofed entrance most often with columns. 

 

Post and Beam: See the definition of timber-framed. 

 

Post-medieval: An alternative term for First Period It refers to the fact that the construction of 

First Period timber-framed houses in Ipswich derived from the English medieval post and beam 

houses that were familiar to the early settlers. 

 

Quoin: Corner treatment at exterior walls in the form of elements resembling finished stones (in 

wood construction) and in stone construction, offering a regular differentiated pattern from the 

field masonry. 

 

Rafter:  A sloping roof beam. 

 

Rail:  A horizontal frame of a door, window sash or panel. A vertical frame is called a stile. 



11 

 

 

Rake: The slope or pitch of the gable end of a roof or rafter. 

 

Sash: Framework of stiles and rails in which lights of a window are set. 

 

Sash Window: A window made in two parts where the inner part slides vertically over the other 

to open the window: multiple, rectangular panes in each part. It represents the typical window 

form from c. 1700 through the advent of plate glass. 

 

Saltbox: A house with two stories at the front and one story at the rear, having a short sloping 

roof on the front and a long sloping on the back. 

 

Side Light: A framed area of fixed glass typically installed along the side of a door. 

 

Summer Beam: An interior beam that spans the length or breadth of a room. It supports the 

floor above and also serves as a tie-beam. It is the largest interior beam in the house. 

 

Timber-framed (or ñpost and beamò): A three-dimensional timber structure composed of 

posts (vertical) and beams (horizontal) joined by pegged mortise-and-tenon joints that is the 

load-bearing core of all First and Second Period houses in Ipswich. The frame is usually on the 

exterior with clapboards (or ñsiding.ò) 

 

Transom: The horizontal divider separating a large lower window from a smaller window 

installed above it. 

 

Wattle and Daub: A mixture of sticks and clay used to fill the space between the structural 

members of a timber-framed structure. 

 

Weatherboard: An English term for clapboard. 
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IV.  DESIGN REVIEW STANDARDS 

 

A. Design Standards for New Construction, Alterations or Expansions 

 

As previously outlined, the Architectural Preservation District Commission shall consider the 

standards described in Section 9 of the APD bylaw, which are as follows: 

 

1. Height and Proportions ï The height, proportions and relationship of height to width 

between windows and doors, and other architectural elements should be compatible with 

the architectural style and character of the building structure. 

 

2. Relation of Structures and Spaces ï the relation of a structure to the open space between 

it and adjoining structures should be compatible with such relationships in the district. 

 

3. Shape ï The shape of roofs, windows, doors and other design elements should be 

compatible with the architectural style and character of the building. 

 

4. Scale ï The scale of a structure or landscape alteration should be compatible with its 

architectural style and character and that of the district. 

 

5. Directional Expression ï Building facades and other architectural and landscape design 

elements should be compatible with those of others in the district with regard to the 

dominant vertical or horizontal expression or direction related to use and historical or 

cultural character, as appropriate. 

 

6. Garages and Accessory Buildings ï Garages and accessory buildings should be 

sensitively integrated into the overall development, and should not be the predominant 

design feature when viewed from the street. 

 

B. Design Recommendations for Restoration, Renovation or Additions 

 

The APDC welcomes the opportunity to work in an advisory capacity for anyone undertaking 

exterior work on their home within the District, whether it is an addition, alteration or work 

beyond the scope of ordinary repairs. We believe it is possible to come up with proposals 

together that will, in the end, benefit the owner and community as a whole.  

 

There are numerous approaches towards the renovation, restoration or adaptive use of existing 

structures within the APD. A conservative approach retains as much of the original features, 

details, and materials as possible. The materials and details of any given house confirm the story 

of that structure and its history. Often the original materials and details are of a better quality and 

higher standard than modern-day replacements. Many older elements carry a certain patina that 
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full replacement would not convey. One must remember that once materials are removed from a 

structure, they are gone forever.  Lost is a piece of the structureôs history as well as its historical 

value and significance. If making a new addition to an existing structure, it is understood that 

there is no single approach or ócorrectô approach, as every change should be evaluated on its own 

merits. Approaches incorporating old and new can vary widely. 

 

While the APDC encourages owners of historic properties to consider restoration of building 

elements rather than full replacement, it is understood that there are cases where original 

elements are beyond repair or have been previously removed and perhaps poorly replaced. In 

such cases, the APDC would like to work with owners in ensuring that alterations are in keeping 

with the proportions, materials and overall design of the existing structure.  

 

When building elements are replaced with modern, ómaintenance-freeô materials, one must keep 

in mind that materials such as vinyl or plastic cannot be maintained, and therefore are required to 

be replaced every twenty years or so. Original wood, brick, stone and glass can have a much 

longer life span, if maintained properly. 

 

It is hoped that these guidelines will be useful in helping to preserve and contribute to the 

coherency of oneôs own property and that of the neighborhood, and hence the overall value of 

oneôs very important asset. 

 

C. Windows and Doors 

 

Changes in architectural details can have a significant impact on the overall image of the house. 

Windows and doors are notable elements which add scale and character to the building façade. In 

First Period, Georgian and Federal Houses, the size and muntin pattern of the original sash 

windows were typically in scale with the overall massing of the structure. Greek Revival 

fenestration was generally larger yet still proportional to the larger massing of the structure. The 

windows of Italianate Victorian structures tend to have taller and larger sash windows, usually 2-

over-2 sashes, while Queen Anne structures display a combination of large-paned windows 

(bottom sash) with muntins at the upper sash, frequently using colored glass.  

 

The enlargement or reduction of door and window openings significantly alters the proportions 

of the building façade. Replacement sashes of the double insulated glass variety tend to have 

thicker muntins compared with those of original sashes. Energy conservation is important, but 

data shows that reconditioning and maintenance of original wooden windows, tightening locks, 

weather stripping and installing interior or exterior storm panes exceeds the temporary value of 

replacement windows constructed of modern materials.  
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Figure 2. A less successful interpretation in 

vinyl. 

Deteriorated doors, windows and sills can often be repaired, but when this is not possible, 

replacement should be of the same material and dimensions of the original elements. When doors 

need to be replaced, the most appropriate panel arrangement of the respective architectural 

period should be incorporated. Georgian and Federal doors typically have six panels, the top two 

being smaller, graduated panels, and frequently with glass lights. Italianate and Queen Anne 

doors come in a variety of panel and glass arrangements and often double doors are a feature. In 

instances where doors need to be replaced it should be noted that there are a number of high-

quality salvage stores in the area that stock a variety of period exterior doors.  

 

       
  Figure 1. Appropriately proportioned replace- 

  ment of wooden door, pilasters, and pediment. 

    

D. Sheathing and Trim 

 

Decorative elements such as window moldings, doorway pediments, frames, pilasters, cornice 

trim, type of shingle or siding, as well as shutters can be informative in terms of the era when a 

structure was constructed, or of a time in a structureôs history when items may have been altered.  

Trim elements began as simple, utilitarian applications in First Period structures and eventually 

became increasingly ornate, particularly throughout the various styles of the Victorian era.  
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Battered or rotted trim elements can surprisingly be resurrected with some tenacity. Trim 

elements that have witnessed the ages may not have the same smooth character as when they 

were new, but carefully tended, they can add a level of patina and value to the structure.  

 

Clapboard siding is one architectural component that tends to get replaced most often due to its 

exposure. In First Period structures, where clapboards were applied to the wide pine substrates, 

their spacing tended to be tighter (2 İò to 3 İò to the weather) as a means of preserving the 

wood longer. Through the Georgian and Federal periods, clapboards tended to be applied with 4ò 

exposure. The spacing of clapboards can offer a scaling element to the overall façade.  

 

In flush boarding as seen in Federal, Greek Revival or Italianate houses, the boards vary in width 

according to the proportion of the structure. When replacement is required, one should replicate 

the original materials and dimensions. Shingles of the Queen Anne and Stick Styles come in a 

variety of decorative shapes, such as diamond, hexagonal and scallop patterns. It is 

recommended that these be replicated should replacement be required. 

 

Shutters are one of those elements frequently 

overlooked in terms of the overall image of a façade. 

From ancient Grecian times shutters provided a variety 

of functions ï from control of light, ventilation, 

protection from direct wind and security. Traditional 

shutters in New England tend to have narrower 

louvers than their antecedents in England. Not all 

structures in Ipswich were designed to have shutters at 

the time of construction, although shutters may have 

been added over time. In such cases shutters tended to 

be decorative. If photographic records are available, 

owners would be encouraged to replicate shutters as 

they were intended in their original operable form and 

sized to match in such a manner that they would cover 

the entire window when closed.      

 

 

Figure 3. Operable shutters in original form with hinges and óSô holdback shutter dogs. 

  

E. Roofing 

 

Much like clapboard sheathing, roofs typically bear the brunt of natureôs elements and eventually 

succumb to the test of time. Early First Period structures were sometimes thatched, but this gave 

way to hand hewn shakes of oak, cedar or pine. Wooden shakes were used throughout the 

Georgian, Federal and Victorian era, with increasingly wider use of slate over time. In later post-
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Civil War Victorian structures, polychrome slate roofs became a feature of the era.  Asphalt 

shingles came into development and wider use after the First World War, and remain perhaps the 

most used roofing material for domestic-scale buildings. Other acceptable materials include 

metal or plastic composite shakes that look much like wooden shakes or slate and are much more 

durable than asphalt roofing. 

 

Roof types and pitches are a significant feature of any structure. When considering an addition, 

new adjoining or adjacent roofs should be of the same style and pitch, or otherwise harmonize 

with the roof of the principal structure. 

 

Given the inevitability of roof replacement, an array of modern materials are both valid and 

widely available.  

 

 
Figure 4. Roof replacement using 24ò long red cedar  

shingles compatible with this early Georgian house. 

 

F. Cellars and Foundations 

 

Foundations can indicate that a structure was moved, and in earlier days, moving structures in 

Ipswich was quite common. Foundations can also indicate the history of additions. A nearly full-

height foundation may give way to a smaller foundation of different stone or material and 

frequently set higher than the original foundation. Fortunately, foundations rarely need 

replacement, although wood sills which sit directly on top of foundation walls are known to rot 

from moisture and/or insect infestation. Replacing wood sills is not as onerous as one might 

think, but care needs to be taken in ensuring that replacement sills are well protected from 

moisture. Vertical studs terminating at the foundation sill may also be subject to rot, but it is 

possible to sister studs around the affected ones.  

 

G. Paint Colors 

 

The APDC has no jurisdiction over color choices made for the exterior of structures.  
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V. IDENTIFYING IPSWICH ARCHITECTURE  

  

A. Preamble. First Period (Post-Medieval) Houses, 1635 to c. 1725 

 

No first period houses in Ipswich survive in their original form. It appears that every one of them 

has been updated in some way, most during the second (Georgian) period. The two most 

common ñupdatesò were the replacement of small casement windows with larger sash windows 

and the replacement of boarded doors in simple frames with paneled doors in fancier frames.  

 

The second period updates are considered to be part of the authentic history of the house and are 

an integral part of the architectural heritage of Ipswich. There is a strong case for leaving second 

period updates intact. Later modifications, however, might be viewed differently. There is no one 

authentic way to restore a period house: Each house needs to have its history of updates 

evaluated on its own terms. 

 

B. Features Common to First and Second Period Houses 

 

For more than 200 years, Ipswich houses were timber-framed, i.e. houses whose structural core 

consisted of box-frames made of posts (vertical) and beams (horizontal) joined by mortise-and-

tenon joints. This pre-set the dimensions of the houses: a beam of a reasonable cross-section 

could span 12 to 16 feet easily, but larger spans required larger beams, which were uneconomic 

in the use of timber and were difficult for a house wright to handle. The box-frames on the 

second floor often had diagonal wind-braces on the outside corners to provide horizontal 

stability. 

 

The ceiling height was set by human comfort: a height of about seven feet or slightly more was 

both comfortable for humans and economic in timber and in heating cost, and allowed the tallest 

person to walk under the summer beam without mishap. So most posts were around seven feet 

high. Corner posts were typically ñgunstockò: i.e. one side flared outward so that the beams 

coming in at right angles could both rest on the top of the post.  

 

In general, then, the post-medieval houses in Ipswich were constructed of box-frames that were 

roughly seven feet high by 12 to 16 feet wide or long, which is why they are so comfortably 

human-scaled.  

 

C. Terminology: First Period or Post-Medieval Houses 

 

There are two commonly used names for this period. ñFirst Periodò has been widely used for 50 

or more years. ñPost-medievalò was often used before the 1950s and is now coming back into 

vogue.  
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Historic New England (HNE) has decided to use "Post-medieval" when referring to the post-and-

beam, timber-framed houses of this period, because this was the method of construction that the 

first settlers brought with them from England. The houses that they had lived in there were late 

medieval, timber-framed houses. HNE believes that "Post-medieval" is a more accurate 

architectural term than "First Period" because it identifies the building tradition from which the 

style emerged. (HNE also prefers to call ñSecond Periodò architecture "Georgian" because that, 

too, indicates the origin of the style.)  

 

Whichever name we prefer, for more than 200 years, Ipswich houses were timber-framed houses, 

made in the English tradition, whose style and construction were brought here by the early 

settlers and later by New England visitors to fashionable London. 

 

D. Common Features 

 

First Period, or Post-medieval, houses were almost always ñlinear,ò i.e. one room deep (many 

Georgian houses were two rooms deep, or ñmassed.ò)  

 

First Period houses were built in two sizes, known today as ñhalf-housesò and ñfullò houses. 

Half-houses had two rooms, one the first floor and the other above it. The door, chimney and 

staircase were at one end. The first and second story rooms each had two windows in the front 

wall, and there was a third window in the second story over the door.  Half-houses were intended 

to make it easy for the owner to add two more rooms on the other side of the door and chimney, 

thus producing a ñfullò house. Some half-houses were never extended and remain as half-houses 

today. 

 

A full house was twice the size; two rooms long and two high, with a central door and chimney. 

It had four first-floor windows and five in the second story. It may have been built as a full 

house, or may have been extended from a half-house. Often the extension was larger than the 

original half, thus producing a typical asymmetrical façade. Almost without exception a long, 

single story lean-to, known today as an ñell,ò was added to the rear to provide additional storage 

and work space.  

 

The ends of Post-medieval houses typically had one or two windows on the first floor, one 

central window on the second, and sometimes a small window above it giving light into the 

garret or loft. 

 

In some Post-medieval houses the second story overhangs the first by about nine inches. The 

overhang may be along the front or along an end. There is a persistent myth that these overhangs 

were designed to defend against Indian attack when in truth they were merely a holdover from 
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European building traditions. The post-and-beam construction meant that all walls were straight 

and always met at right angles. Curves and other angles did not appear, either as structure or 

decoration, until the Georgian period. 

 

The facades of First and Second Period houses faced the street. Houses were close together 

because, by order of the General Court, all dwellings had to be built within a half mile of the 

Meeting House. As a result, lots were narrow and deep with short street frontages. 

 

ñHalfò House: The Simon Adams House, c. 1707 

 

 

 

First Period Features  

End chimney indicating hearth behind door; two rooms, one on first floor and one chamber 

above, one room deep. Designed for extension to be added on the left. 

 

Later Features 

Georgian: Large-paned sash windows, 6 over 9; Elaborated door-surround. Post-Georgian: 

Paneled door with lights. 
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ñFullò House: The Preston Foster House, c. 1690 

 

 
 

First Period Features 

Asymmetrical façade; Central chimney with multiple flues; Windows tight under eaves; Linear, 

with steeply pitched roof; No overhang today, though interior evidence shows that it once had 

one along the front 

 

Later Features 

Early Georgian: Sash windows with small rectangular panes, 6 over 9, (frame of an original 

casement window remains in rear wall of house inside the ell.) Georgian/Federal: Paneled door 

in elaborated surround with side lights; Victorian: hoods over windows. 

 

Materials, Sheathing and Trim 

 

The post-and-beam frames were generally of oak, as were structural interior timbers, such as 

studs and floor joists. Non-load bearing components, such as sheathing and siding, were 

generally of pine, though oak was also used.  

 

Between the posts in the framed walls were vertical studs, about 4 x 6 inches cross section, that 

were set 24 inches apart. On the exterior, horizontal boards of pine or oak were nailed across the 
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posts and the studs.  For those who could afford it, these boards were covered by clapboards, i.e. 

tapered, thin riven boards with about three inches exposure. 

 

The spaces between the studs were often filled with ñnoggin,ò i.e. bricks, rocks, clay or other 

loose material that provided both stability and insulation. Noggin was never visible: the interiors 

of noggined walls were covered either by vertical pine sheathing or by lath and plaster. Poorer 

houses had no filling or insulation between the studs, and no interior wall surfaces. In the poorest 

houses, exterior walls were simply boarded, with no siding. All First Period houses in Ipswich 

today are clad with siding. 

 

The trim around the doors, windows and under the eaves was simple and, by later standards, 

minimal. It was functional more than decorative. 

 

Roofs 

 

Roofs were side-gabled with the ridge-line running parallel to the street. They were steeply 

pitched, because some were originally thatched and also because house wrights were familiar 

with English roofs, which were of thatch, stone, slate or tile ï all of which required a steep pitch. 

A few Post-medieval houses had one or two gables in the front of the roof: the Whipple house is 

the most complete example in Ipswich. 

 

Windows 

 

The windows in post-medieval houses were inward-opening casements. They were glazed with 

small diamond panes held by lead glazing bars. The windows were small because the glazing 

method did not provide the structural stability to span a large opening, and because glass was 

expensive. Wealthy owners sometimes clustered two or three casement windows together.  

Poorer houses used oiled paper instead of glass in their windows, and some windows were left 

open to the weather. These windows had sliding or hinged shutters that, when closed, kept out 

most of the draft and all of the light.  

 

The first sash windows appeared in Boston around 1700. They had rectangular panes with wood 

muntins (or glazing bars.)  It is not known when they first reached Ipswich. The structure of sash 

windows allowed them to be larger than casements and their panes were larger so they let in 

more light and also allowed better control over temperature and ventilation. A few of the early 

sash windows had counterweights running in channels in the window frames, but this 

convenience did not become common until the end of the eighteenth century. Both casement and 

sash windows had plain, simple frames with little molding or decoration. 
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One of the first and most common ñimprovementsò to post-medieval houses was to replace 

casement windows with sash windows. As a result, almost all post-medieval houses in Ipswich 

now have sash windows.  

  

Doors 

 

Exterior doors were made of strong vertical boards, usually oak. The boards were joined along 

their edges by one of three methods: a tongue-and-grooved joint, a shiplap joint or a fillet set into 

the edges of adjoining boards. Doors opened inwards, so all the hardware was on the inside and 

only the thumb latch was visible from the street. Interior doors were sometimes flat-paneled, but 

paneled exterior doors did not become widespread until the Georgian period.  

 

Door frames were as simple as the doors. They were faced with plain boards about four or five 

inches wide. The post-medieval door was a functional entry into the interior, and was not, as 

were later doors, an important decorative element in the façade. 

 

Exterior colors 

 

The walls of post-medieval houses were not painted. The siding was of close-grained, first-

growth pine that shed rain and could last for as long as 200 years. The siding weathered to a rich 

dark brown. The trim around doors and windows may or may not have been painted. If it was, 

the standard color was Indian red. 

 

Cellars and foundations 

 

Many post-medieval houses had cellars with fieldstone walls that provided temperature-

controlled storage ï cool in summer and above freezing in winter. The access could be by a trap 

door in the floor of the hall or by exterior steps and a door. The fieldstone walls protruded about 

12 inches above the ground and served as foundations for the timber framed walls: They kept the 

wall sills well above the damp earth. The heavy hearth usually rested on a solid fieldstone 

foundation. 

 

Houses without cellars had fieldstone foundations to stabilize the sills and to keep them off the 

ground. 

 

Interior Features 

 

The layout of the interior of a Post-medieval ñfullò house in Ipswich was pretty well invariable. 

Inside the central door was a narrow hallway with doors on the left and right leading to the hall 

and the parlor. Each room had a corresponding chamber above. Opposite the door was a narrow 
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winding staircase. Behind the staircase, taking up two-thirds of the depth of the house, was the 

side of the huge stone or brick hearth that supported the central chimney. The chimney may have 

had two, three or four flues depending on the number of fireplaces inside. The hall and parlor 

always had a fireplace: the chambers above them often did, but not always. 

  

Inside the house, the structural framing was mostly visible: it was the Georgian taste to hide it. 

Posts were sometimes decorated at the top just below the joint with the beams. In the more 

expensive houses, all exposed woodwork was finished to a smooth surface ï the marks left by 

the reciprocating saw in the mill on the Lower Falls of the Ipswich River were smoothed away ï 

a clear sign that structural timber was intended to be seen.  More saw and adze marks are visible 

on cheaper houses. 

 

The interior walls of the house were covered either with lath and plaster or with vertical pine 

sheathing that had a decorative molding running down the edge of each board and sometimes 

down the center as well. Both coverings could be brightly painted ï red and mustard were 

popular colors. Interior doors were usually made of vertical boards echoing the wall sheathing, 

but were occasionally paneled with flat (not fielded) panels. The floors were of wide pine boards 

nailed to the joists. Ceilings were not plastered: the joists and the floor boards laid on them were 

visible from below. 

 

The main door was in the center of the front wall. On one side of the entry was the hall. This was 

where all the manual work of the household was done ï food preparation, cooking, spinning, 

weaving, brewing, candle-making and so on. In the rear wall was a narrow door that opened to 

the ell. The ell was unheated, so it was where the dairying was done, particularly butter- and 

cheese-making. It was also used for storage. 

 

The dominant feature of the hall was the walk-in hearth with the chimney above it, usually lined 

with brick, sometimes stone. Above the hearth was a heavy wooden mantel beam that supported 

the brick or stone of the chimney and also one end of the summer beam.  

 

The summer beam was the other dominant feature of the hall: it stretched from the hearth to the 

end wall of the house, functioning as a tie beam. It also supported the floor of the chamber 

above. Floor joists ran from the summer beam to the front and back walls, and the chamber floor 

boards were laid directly on them. The summer beam had the largest cross-section of any beam 

in the house and was often chamfered along its lower edges. 

 

The interior of the parlor, on the other side of the entry door, closely resembled that of the hall. 

In the parlor, however, the fireplace was smaller and shallower. The parlor was where the family 

took its leisure and slept, and where the master of the house conducted his business. 
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The walls of the chambers on the second story were also covered with sheathing or plaster. The 

one difference was the orientation of the summer beam ï it generally ran from front to back, 

showing that its main function was as a tie beam. This was more important in the second floor, 

because it had to counter the outward pressure from the roof upon the front and back walls of the 

house.  

 

Above the second story there was usually an attic or loft, used for both storage and sleeping. The 

floor boards were often loose (not nailed) and had noticeable gaps between them. 

The chambers and the garret were used for storage, sleeping and sometimes for ñcleanò work, 

such as weaving or lace-making. 

  

E. First Period Summary 

 

The following features are typical of First Period houses in Ipswich: 

¶ Two stories high, one room deep (linear), the second floor sometimes with an overhang 

¶ Full houses: linear with four rooms, two up and two down with a central door and 

chimney, often asymmetrical  

¶ Half-houses: linear with two rooms, one up and one down, with a door and chimney on 

one side 

¶ A lean-to ell added to the back 

¶ Houses were end-gabled with steeply pitched roofs, ridge lines parallel to the street 

¶ Exterior walls were boarded and clapboarded, with small diamond-paned casement 

windows set high under the eaves. 

¶ Boarded doors with plain, boarded frames 

¶ Stone-walled cellars with the wall sills resting on the tops of walls 

¶ Front facades facing the street 

¶ All verticals and horizontals were straight and met at right angles. No curved elements 
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The Whipple House, c. 1677 

 

 
 

First Period Features 

Originally a half house (left end) built in 1677, the extension (right end) built about 10 years 

later. Line marking chimney extension shows end of original half house: Asymmetrical façade: 

Central chimney with multiple flues: Steeply pitched, gabled roof (gables probably constructed 

when house was extended, c. 1690): Small casement windows with diamond panes, clustered in 

threes: Boarded door in boarded frame: One room deep (linear) with added lean-to ell: 

Overhangs (two) on gable end. 

 

Later Features 

Second story added to ell, roof raised to be continuous with main roof: Overhang extended. 

 

F. Second or Georgian Period 

 

By the early eighteenth century, Ipswich was becoming more prosperous and home owners were 

quick to adopt the more sophisticated Georgian style. The date of the change from the First to the 

Second Period is often given as 1725. This is indicative only. In practice there was a continuous 

and uneven process of change from one period to the other that took place over a full generation. 
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The Benjamin Grant House, c. 1735 

 

 
Figure 5. Symmetrical, clapboard and shake, one room deep dwelling with rear lean-to, lower pitch roof 

slope, center chimney behind front entry, 9 over 6 sash windows, and overhead door lights. 

The Georgian architectural period that is present in most English speaking countries takes its 

name from the four English monarchs who reigned from 1714 through 1830. It follows the First, 

or Post-Medieval, Period and remained prominent from about 1725 through 1790. Examples 

exist in varying degrees as early as 1700 and through the decade following 1820, when it 

ultimately gave way to the Federal and Greek Revival styles. Ipswich has numerous Georgian 

houses, and most of its First Period houses have, to some extent, been ñGeorgianized.ò  

 

The primary exterior characteristics of the Georgian style shifted away from asymmetry and 

heavy timber construction toward classical symmetry and lighter framing timbers.ii Wood 

shingles and clapboards over board sheathing covered the exteriors. Overhangs between floors 

went out of fashion and many earlier homes were altered inside and out according to the 

changing styles. Although predominantly sheathed in wood, especially in Ipswich, dwellings 

were also built of brick or stone, and wood was sometimes carved to simulate cut stone as 

decoration, trim or throughout the entire facade. 

 

Roofs were often gabled, with gambrel and hipped frames incorporated with increasing 

popularity, especially on finer homes and as the period progressed. In many cases, gable roof 

pitches decreased slightly from their First Period predecessors and locally the top of gambrel 


